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Hassan Abu Bakar
Othman Yeop Abdullah Graduate School of Business, Universiti Utara Malaysia,
Sintok, Malaysia, and
Leah M. Omilion-Hodges
School of Communication, Western Michigan University,
Kalamazoo, Michigan, USA
Abstract
Purpose – Although the importance of group leader and group member dyadic relationships has been
increasingly emphasized, only few studies have focused on the dyadic level analysis of leader–member
relationships. By integrating theories of relational leadership and relational dyadic communication among
workgroups, the purpose of this paper is to propose a theoretical model that links relative leader–member
exchange quality (RLMX) and relative leader–member conversation quality (RLMCQ) to group performance,
as mediated by group cooperation.
Design/methodology/approach – The model was tested in a field study with multiple sources, including
232 leader–member dyads and 407 workgroup peer dyads among 70 intact workgroups. Data were collected
on-site during paid working hours from four training sessions. Group members were surveyed four times
(Time 1, Time 2 and Time 3) and group leaders were surveyed once (Time 4) to minimize common method
bias. The hierarchical linear modeling and polynomial regression approach were used to determine the
mediating effects of the group cooperation.
Findings – In this study, the authors found support for indirect effects of relative RLMX and RLMCQ on
group performance through the mediating role of group cooperation.
Research limitations/implications – The cross-sectional design of the current study is to be interpreted
with caution, concerning any conclusions about the causal ordering of the variables in the model.
Practical implications – In organizational situations with group leaders and group members already in
high-quality relationships and conversation, management should endeavor to facilitate opportunities for
cooperation among group members and a means to also enhance team–member exchange.
Originality/value – By introducing LMCQ and group member cooperative behavior in workgroups, this
study actively respond to the scholars’ warnings that ignoring the workgroup context may hamper the
progress in understanding the factors that will inhibit or enhance workgroup behavior.
Keywords Relative leader-member, Cooperation, Group performance, Multilevel
Paper type Research paper
Groups embedded within organizations have become increasingly predominant for the last two
decades due to their ability to respond to dynamic and complex environments (Becker et al.,
2018). In fact, previous research on leader–member relationships and team effectiveness has
demonstrated that the quality of individual leader–member relationships is related to surges in
group performance and positive group members’ attitudes (see D’Innocenzo et al., 2016).
Despite these findings, prior research has primarily focused on the impact of leader–member
relationships on the individual groupmember or the organization at large, generally overlooking
the fact that leader–member relationships are situated within the wider social context of teams.
Corporate Communications: An
International Journal
© Emerald Publishing Limited
1356-3289
DOI 10.1108/CCIJ-01-2018-0001
Received 7 January 2018
Revised 11 June 2018
Accepted 14 June 2018
The current issue and full text archive of this journal is available on Emerald Insight at:
www.emeraldinsight.com/1356-3289.htm
Aprevious version of this paper was presented at the 67th International Communication Association Annual
Conference. The authors would like to thank Professor Timothy Coombs and the reviewers of this paper for
their many helpful comments. The work described in this paper was supported by Transdisciplinary







































Therefore, this often employed yet siloed approach overlooks the quality of interaction between
the leader and members of a group. This omission is unfortunate in that most organizations use
teams to structure their work, and the leader–member relationships cannot be fully understood
in isolation from the leader–member interactions and group contexts that shape the group
(Uhl-Bien et al., 2012). In fact, the focus on individual leader–member couplings at the expense of
examining the collective set of relationships undermines the essence of the leader–member
exchange (LMX) theory (Graen and Cashman, 1975): differentiation. A recent meta-analysis
found that when LMXwas measured by the follower rather than the leader, the common source
andmethod biased effects were stronger for leader-rated LMX quality, suggesting that followers
and leaders often foster varied views and therefore should be considered in concert (Martin et al.,
2016) Thus, while much is known about member and organization-related outcomes of varied
leader–member relationships, a fissure remains in terms of exploring how the various leader–
member relationships impact the functioning of the workgroup. Indeed, this deficiency
prompted researchers to call for more research on leader–member relationships within the
context of teams (e.g. Prewett et al., 2018; Yang et al., 2016), in order to explore the relative LMX
of a workgroup, or the extent to which the individual relationships a leader shares with his or
her members are relatively similar or different.
While literature is replete with positive outcomes stemming from effective leader
communication, the leader alone does lay claim to workgroup successes. Rather, it is the
culmination and the quality of leader and member communicative interactions that propel or
hinder the effectiveness of a workgroup (Hollenbeck et al., 2012). However, in the group
effectiveness literature, scant attention has been paid to the form of internal communication
associated with accomplishing work tasks at the leader–member dyadic level (Gooty and
Yammarino, 2016; Kong et al., 2017). The omission of leader–member dyadic communication
within groups is a concern as researchers have discovered that higher frequencies of quality
interactions during information exchanges between a leader and a member tend to result in
increased collaboration and an abundance of positive member outcomes such as increased
mentoring, professional development and access to one’s leader (Omilion-Hodges and Baker,
2017; Omilion-Hodges et al., 2016; Zohar and Polachek, 2014). Moreover, leaders play a defining
role in shaping the employee experience, which, in turn, impacts the way that employees talk
about the organization positioning them to serve as either corporate advocates or liabilities
(Burmann and Zeplin, 2005). Taken together, these insights suggest that the integration of
leader–member conversation quality literature offers a novel perspective for a better
understanding of leader–member relationships and group effectiveness and holds implications
for corporate communication.
Therefore, the current research represents an attempt to advance the field’s knowledge of
leader–member relationships, group behavior and corporate communication in several
ways. First, we actively respond to Liden et al. (2016), who call for research on groups
embedded within organizations as it allows for the extension of the underlying mechanism
of dyadic relationships within the context of teams and internal communication.
We answered this call by considering leader–member relationships within teams by
exploring an extension of LMX quality, relative leader–member exchange (RLMX) and
relative leader–member conversation quality (RLMCQ), which refers to the actual level of
one’s own LMX and LMCQ quality as compared with the average of LMX and LMCQ within
the group (Hu and Liden, 2013). Put simply, first, rather than examining only individual
workgroup members’ LMX to draw inferences about differences in the workgroup, we also
consider how the richness of an employee’s communication with their manager affects their
leader–member relationship and the collective set of leader–member relationships within
the corporate setting. Second, by introducing LMCQ and group member cooperative
behavior in workgroups, we actively respond to the scholars’ warnings that ignoring the





































that will inhibit or enhance workgroup performance (see Chun et al., 2016). Finally, through
multiple data collections with workgroup members and leaders, this research was
conducted in Malaysia, which is a vastly understudied country, where collectivistic group
values are embedded within the society. As such, the research broadens the literature in the
corporate internal communication and group behavior domains by bringing attention to the
scope of nations located in various regions that also foster collectivist values.
Theory and hypotheses
RLMX and social comparison
A key assumption of the LMX theory in workgroups lies in the concept of differentiation
(Liden and Graen, 1980); that is, within a workgroup, group leaders tend to differentiate their
treatment of group members. Thus, through a series of incremental leader–member
communicative exchanges varied leader–member interpersonal relationships emerge, where
an employee’s workplace experience is likely to fluctuate based on the nature of the
relationship they share with their leader (Omilion-Hodges and Baker, 2017). Therefore, leader–
member relationships are produced by and are a byproduct of communicative acts. Yet,
because collaboration and exchange between leader and member is observable, members take
note of the differential treatment. Martin et al.’s (2016) recent meta-analytical study indicates
that the relationship between LMX and performance was weaker when the measures were
obtained from a different source; LMXwas measured by the follower than the leader, common
source and method biased effects stronger for leader-rated of LMX quality; and significance
relationships of LMX leading and task performance within the workgroup, suggesting that
group effects likely influence LMX rating and performance. These findings reiterate the
importance of studying LMX from leader and member perspectives, but also highlight the
need to consider relative treatment of LMX among group members.
The idea of relative leader–member stems from the social comparison theory, which
implies that individuals are likely to compare themselves with peers, especially those within
their immediate workgroup (Hu and Liden, 2013). Groupmates are natural comparison
partners and are used to form self-evaluations as members are typically exposed to one
shared leader and the same group activities on a daily basis. (Greenberg et al., 2007). Social
comparison postulates that people are concerned with the way they stack up to similar
others, especially with their groupmates, in order to understand their unique capabilities
and skills, individual task performance and levels of acceptance and respect within the
group (Tse et al., 2013). Therefore, relative relationships between a leader and a member in
dyadic relationships serve as a natural part of a process of leader–member relational
evaluation and comparison. In other words, the evaluations and comparisons define the
shared social reality within the context of workgroups (Landry et al., 2014).
RLMX and leader–member conversation (LMCQ)
Researchers exploring LMX often assume that followers in different LMX conditions, such as
high- or low-quality dyads, communicate differently and these differences shape the
perceptions of each party. Within the LMX research framework, there are three
communication-centered lines of inquiry ( Jian and Dalisay, 2017). The first area focuses on
strategic communication choices with the goal of influencing LMX relationship maintenance,
and the second focuses on the communication patterns and styles across various levels of
LMX. The third area examines the quality and amount of communication in relation to the
quality of LMX relationships (Fairhurst and Connaughton, 2014). While these three areas of
inquiry clearly support the fundamental role of LMX in communication research, the
underlying processes of leader–member conversation based on relative LMX in groups remain







































framework, Sias and Jablin (1995), for example, found that each member of the workgroup is
aware of the differential treatment and, in fact, talks about it. More recently, through a series of
focus groups with managers and members, Omilion-Hodges and Baker (2017) found that the
relationship an employee shared with their leader deterred the degree of communication
within the dyad. Moreover, members agreed that talking openly about the varied
relationships “[…] makes things easier like it’s not a secret,” (p. 14). Therefore, members of a
workgroup interacting about differential treatment by their leader, create and reinforce
social perceptions about differential treatment within the group (Sias, 2005), which
implies that leader–member conversation is interpreted relative to the differentiation of
leader–member relationships of other members (Fairhurst and Uhl-Bien, 2012). These
perceptions then influence interpersonal communication, which, in turn, reinforces perceptions
of workgroup relationships (Bakar and Sheer, 2013), indicating that the individual
leader–member conversation quality (LMCQ) is also related to the average conversation
quality within the group. In sum, exploring relative LMX and relative conversation quality
against the workgroup average yields novel insight into understanding how observable
communicative interactions between various leader–member couplings impact individual
member behavior and related group and organizational outcomes, such as how the way
employees talk about and frame the corporation as a whole.
Within the workgroup context, the relational dyadic communication perspective indicates
that communication is a negotiated process that recursively defines unique perceptions of
leader and group member’s relationships. Barry and Crant (2000) further describe the
relational approach from the perspective of interaction richness theory. That is, rich
conversations within a dyad are characterized as shared assumptions that can be
communicated with few words, highly synchronized nonverbal communication and
accurately convey intended meaning. The interpretation of shared meaning, to a large
extent, determines both leader and member expectations of organizational relationships ( Jian
and Dalisay, 2017). As such, high-quality leader–member dyads are more likely to facilitate
increased compatibility of work-related information exchanges compared to low-quality
leader–member dyads. In this regard, LMCQ refers to the richness of the conversation in a
leader–member dyad in the context of accomplishing work tasks ( Jian and Dalisay, 2017).
There are at least two reasons why RLMX and LMCQ occurs in the workgroup. First, a
majority of communication studies on LMX indicates that different LMX quality is associated
with different communication patterns between leaders and members (see Fairhurst and
Connaughton, 2014; Omilion-Hodges and Baker, 2017). This suggests that high-quality leader–
member dyadic relationships lead to more desirable conversation opportunities from the
exchange of information or ideas and the use of more communication channels (Sias et al., 2012;
Jian and Dalisay, 2017). Case in point, Johansson et al. (2014) position engaging employees in
dialogue as the cornerstone of their conceptualization of communicative leadership ( Johansson
et al., 2014). The results of such evaluations influence other group members’ communication
perspectives and the overall relationship stability within the group. In fact, research has found
that large discrepancies within the collective set of leader–member couplings is associated with
decreases in employee wellbeing (Hooper and Martin, 2008). Second, the relational dyadic
communication perspective is at the heart of all relational dynamics (Barry and Crant, 2000;
Uhl-Bien, 2006). The justifications indicate that leader–member dyadic and relational
communication reflect effective shared meaning about interpretations of relationships (Cunliffe
and Eriksen, 2011). As indicated earlier, RLMX provides individual group members
information pertaining to their status within the group since group leaders perceive that high
LMX group members are more likely to be involved in conversation in the context of
accomplishing work tasks than low LMX members (Lau and Liden, 2008). Therefore, group
members with high RLMX relationships stand at the upper echelon within the group in terms





































On the other hand, low RLMX group members may find themselves receiving less attention
and conversation from the group leader in direct contrast to their peers who serve as the
leader’s trusted lieutenants (Dansereau et al., 1975). This creates a situation where low RLMX
group members have concerns regarding their job capabilities, which may prompt reductions
in their individual contributions to the workgroup and their sense of personal accomplishment.
Therefore, the following hypothesis is forwarded:
H1. RLMX is positively related to LMCQ.
Group cooperation as a mediator
The team effectiveness theory predicts that group psychological condition (motivation in the
workgroup) promotes group effectiveness through group cooperation. The theory presumes
the collective efforts of the group are greater than what an individual member could achieve
(Hertel, 2011). As a result, group cooperation serves to enhance information and communication
exchanges between group members; this may be well suited for promoting synergy and
facilitate group cooperation, as it helps to integrate different ideas and perspectives within the
group effectively. This view is consistent with team–member exchange (TMX; Seers, 1989) that
considers the quality of working relationships among all members of a workgroup. TMX
involves voluntary exchanges between a member and the remainder of his/her team, where
each member chooses to interact with others in his/her own way, thus cultivating unique
workplace exchange relationships among individual team members. Additionally, high-quality
TMX indicates that group members are willing to assist other members and freely share ideas
and feedback (Seers et al., 1995) where group cooperation tends to soften conflicts (De Witt
et al., 2012) and improve effective problem solving in the workgroup (Lam et al., 2011).
Furthermore, as noted earlier, members of a workgroup interacting about differential treatment
by their leader create and reinforce social perceptions about the varied treatment in the group
implying that the individual LMCQ is also related to the average conversation quality within
the group. This situation is likely to determine the level of group member cooperative behavior.
Taken together, by integrating the model of group effectiveness theory, TMX and the above
arguments on social comparison, we propose an association between RLMX, RLMCQ and
group performance via group cooperation through the following hypotheses:
H2a. RLMX and the overall group performance are mediated by group cooperation.
H2b. RLMCQ and the overall group performance are mediated by group cooperation.
Methods
Sample and procedures
The sample consisted of functional workgroups with full-time employees from a large
organization in Malaysia, representing diverse sectors (e.g. power supply, construction, and oil
and gas) and job types (e.g. marketing, finance and customer relations). Data were collected on-
site during paid working hours from four training sessions. Group members were surveyed four
times (Time 1, Time 2 and Time 3) and group leaders were surveyed once (Time 4) to minimize
common method bias. A total of 360 group members and 85 group leaders (representing the
groups) were invited to participate. Groups with lower than 60 percent within-group response
rates, established as the minimum requirement for data aggregation at the group level, and data
with workgroup member-to-member input were excluded. The final sample consisted of 70
groups, 232 leader–member dyads and 407 workgroup peer dyads, culminating in effective
response rates of 82.23 percent for group leaders and 64.44 percent for individual groupmembers.
In the first session, Time 1 (T1), group members provided their perceptions of







































place two months after T1, members provided their perceptions of LMCQ. At Time 3 (T3),
six months after T1, members provided their perceptions of group cooperation.
At Time 4 (T4), which was 12 months after T1, the 70 group leaders provided their
perceptions of each group member’s performance. In the member sample, 51 percent were
male, the average age was 27.4 years, the average time working with the organization was
6.58 years and with the group was 4.74 years. Group sizes ranged from three to
six members, with a mean of 3. In the group leader sample, 58 percent were male, with the
mean age of 38.20. The mean for organizational tenure was 8.89 years, and group tenure
was 7.78 years.
Measures
Unless otherwise noted, 1¼ strongly disagree to 7¼ strongly agree Likert scales were used.
See scale items and factor loadings in Table I.
Relative leader–member exchange (RLMX). RLMX was obtained from LMX, based on the
widely used multi-dimensional LMX scale by Liden and Maslyn (1998). The 12-item scale
measuring the groupmember perspective, known as LMX-MDM, yielded a Cronbach’s α of 0.92.
Relative leader–member conversation quality (RLMCQ). LMCQ was measured using a
scale developed by Jian et al. (2014). The nine-item scale measured group members’
perspectives, known as LMCQ. The coefficient α for the group member rating was 0.88.
We followed Edwards and Parry’s (1993) recommendation for using polynomial regression
technique and response surface methodology to test the effect of RLMX and RLMCQ on
individual outcomes, as described in the Analysis section. For further information on LMX
differentiation and group effect, see the excellent work of Hu and Liden (2013).
Group cooperation. Each group member was asked to provide ratings on their perception
of group cooperation using Chatman and Flynn’s (2001) five-item scale. The coefficient α for
this scale was 0.92.
Group performance. Group leaders rated the performance of group members that they
supervise with a four-item scale adopted from Liden et al. (1993). The coefficient α was 0.90.
Prior to hypothesis testing, we assessed the data for entry errors and normality (based
on kurtosis and skewness) of the distribution on each item and the composite score for
each variable. The majority of the items appeared within normal range. In addition, an
inspection of exploratory factor analysis was also conducted. We conducted principal axis
factor (PAF) analysis with oblique rotation. PAF was chosen instead of principal
components factor analysis, for the purpose of identifying the scale’s structure of LMX-
MDM. We found 4 distinctive factors of LMX, namely, affect, loyalty, perceived
contribution and professional respect. Abiding by the standard measurement practice of
combining LMX-MDM (see Henderson et al., 2009), we aggregated the dimension scores to
obtain overall LMX. While it was unlikely to have common method bias because measures
were completed by different sets of respondents (i.e. group members and group leaders),
we performed a structural equation modeling between two separate sets of confirmatory
factor analyses (CFA) to demonstrate discriminant validity. Supporting the
distinctiveness of the measures (i.e. LMX-MDM, LMCQ and group cooperation) rated by
group members, the results that showed a conversion of a three-factor model factors
provided a reasonable fit to the data χ2 (220)¼ 663.93, po0.001, CFA¼ 0.96, NFI¼ 0.94,
RMSEA¼ 0.10 and a significantly better fit than one-factor model Δχ2 (3)¼ 542.75,
po0.001, CFA¼ 0.83, NFI¼ 0.78, RMSEA¼ 0.19. In testing whether the group
performance evaluated by group leaders are distinct from each other, the results
revealed that the one-factor model offered a better fit to the data χ2(28)¼ 59.89, po0.001,
CFA¼ 0.97, NFI¼ 0.98, RMSEA¼ 0.10. Therefore, the CFA results provided support for






































Polynomial regression allowed us to determine the effects of the component of RLMX
(LMX and TLMX) and RLMCQ (LMCQ and TLMCQ). Therefore, we treated RLMX as the






I like my group leader very much as a person 0.82*
My group leader is the kind of person one would like to have as a friend 0.78*
My leader is a lot of fun to work with 0.73*
Loyalty
My group leader defends my work actions to a superior, even without complete knowledge of the
issue in question 0.60*
My group leader would come to my defense if I were “attacked” by others 0.70*
My group leader would defend me to others in the organization if I made an honest mistake. 0.83*
Contribution
I do work for my group leader that goes beyond what is specified in my job description 0.77*
I am willing to apply extra efforts, beyond those normally required, to further the interests of my
workgroup 0.76*
I do not mind working my hardest for my group leader 0.84*
Professional respect
I am impressed with my group leader’s knowledge of his/her job 0.84*
I respect my group leader’s knowledge of and competence on the job 0.88*
I admire my group leader’s professional skills 0.90*
Leader–member conversation quality (LMCQ) (α¼ 0.88)
With regard to getting things done, the conversations between my supervisor and me are efficient 0.77*
When discussing work-related matters, my supervisor and I can convey a lot to each other even in a
short conversation 0.82*
When talking about work tasks, the conversations between my supervisor and me are often smooth 0.78*
When talking about how to get things done, the conversations between my supervisor and me
usually flow nicely 0.73*
When talking about how to get things done at work, my supervisor and I usually align our ideas
pretty easily 0.76*
When talking about how to get things done at work, my supervisor and I are usually in sync with
each other 0.88*
My supervisor and I usually have accurate understanding of what the other is saying when trying to
get things done at work 0.84*
When we discuss how to get things done at work, my supervisor and I usually have no problem
correctly understanding each other’s ideas 0.90*
My supervisor and I interpret each other’s ideas accurately when discussing work-related matters 0.70*
Group cooperation (α¼ 0.92)
It is important for us to maintain harmony within the group 0.78*
There is little collaboration among group members, tasks are individually delineated (R) 0.86*
There is a high level of cooperation between group members 0.76*
People are willing to sacrifice their self-interest for the benefit of the group 0.78*
There is a high level of sharing between group members 0.71*
Group member performance (α¼ 0.90)
This group member is superior (so far) to other members in the group 0.86*
Overall level of performance that you observe for this group member 0.79*
Your view of this group member in terms of his or her overall effectiveness 0.77*
Overall, to what extent do you feel this group member has been effectively fulfilling his or her roles
and responsibilities? 0.85*











































subtraction between the coefficients of LMX and TLMX. For RLMCQ, the incongruence
between LMCQ and TLMCQ and the parameter estimate of LMCQ as the subtraction
between coefficients of LMCQ and TLMCQ (e.g. Vidyarthi et al., 2010). The slope of the
incongruence line (X¼−Y ) represents the nature of the effects of RLMX and RLMCQ on
individual outcomes. As indicated by Edwards (2009), a positive value for y20−y02 at the
point of X¼ 0, Y¼ 0 suggests the surface is increasing along the X¼−Y line, indicating
the surface is increasing along the X¼−Y line, such as the incongruence between LMX
and TLMX (RLMX, in this case) increases, individual outcomes (i.e. performance) increase.
For the RLMCQ, a positive value for y40−y04 at the point of X¼ 0, Y¼ 0 suggests the
surface is increasing along the X¼−Y line, indicating the surface is increasing along the
X¼−Y line, such as the incongruence between LMCQ and TLMCQ (in this case RLMCQ)
increases, individual outcomes (i.e. performance) increase. The statistical significance of
the slopes was tested using multilevel bootstrapping within SAS. Thus, we estimated a
multilevel model where group members (Level 1) were nested within the group managers
(Level 2). We followed Hayes’ (2009) “mediation with bootstrapping techniques approach”
to determine whether RLMX and RLMCQ is positively related to group performance via
group cooperation.
As our theoretical model consists of constructs at the individual and group level of
analysis, we applied hierarchical linear modeling (HLM) to test the hypothesis. HLM was
also conducted because group leaders evaluated multiple group members’ performance,
causing these ratings to lack independence. HLM allows the current model to adjust the
error term for lack of independence among variables. Three analytic strategies were
involved. First, we estimated null models using HLM without any specified predictors to
test the significance of between-group variance in the outcomes by examining the
significance level of the Level-2 residual variance of the intercept (ʈ00). The significance
results from between-group variance, within-group cooperation (ʈ00¼ 0.32, χ2(43)¼ 78.35)
and group performance (ʈ00¼ 0.26, χ2(33)¼ 63.21). The aggregation of individual group
members’ responses of group cooperation to the group level was also supported by the
acceptable ϒwg(j) mean value of 0.86, median value of 0.93, minimum value of 0.55,
maximum value of 1, ICC1 value of 0.53 and ICC2 value of 0.86. The aggregation of
individual group leaders’ responses of performance to the group level was supported by
the acceptable ϒwg(j) mean value of 0.89, median value of 0.97, minimum value of 0.59,
maximum value of 1; ICC1 value of 0.52 and ICC2 value of 0.80. These results further
justified the use for HLM in this study. Second, we incorporated the polynomial regression
model within HLM to test our hypotheses. In this regard, RLMX and was operationalized
as the divergence between LMX (Level-1) and TLMX (Level-2), while RLMCQ was
operationalized as the divergence between LMCQ (Level-1) and TLMCQ (Level-2). We
scale centered all predictor variables by subtracting the scale mid-point to reduce
multicollinearity and facilitate interpretation (Edwards and Lambert, 2007). In addition,
pseudo-R2 was used to estimate the effect size and to determine if the inclusion of
predictor variables explains meaningful levels of additional variance in the outcomes
(Raudenbusch et al., 2004).
Results
Means, standard deviations and correlations of all variables are presented in Table II.
Table III presents the HLM results testing the multilevel polynomial effects of RLMX and
RLMCQ on group performance. Before examining the hypotheses, we first tested three HLM
models to examine whether the potential control variables were significantly related to the
dependent variables. As shown in Table III, the results indicated that sex, age,
organizational tenure, group tenure, dyadic tenure and group size did not show significant





































Measures Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
Individual-level variables
Sex 0.86 0.42 –
Age 28.35 3.34 0.05 –
Organizational tenure (years) 5.32 2.67 0.12 0.45* –
Group tenure (years) 3.36 1.87 0.10 0.48* 0.56* –
Dyadic tenure (years) 2.14 1.06 0.09 0.44* 0.54* 0.67* –
LMX 5.21 0.50 0.12 0.02 0.01 0.04 0.02 –
LMCQ 5.07 0.44 0.11 0.01 0.08 0.09 0.06 0.57* –
Group cooperation 5.60 0.42 0.12 0.02 0.00 −0.01 0.02 0.56* 0.58* –
Group performance 5.35 0.64 0.15 0.01 0.01 0.00 0.00 0.45* 0.46* 0.52* –
Group-level variables
Group size 6.43 2.35 –
TLMX 4.54 0.64 0.00 –
LMX differentiation 0.73 0.23 0.12 −0.42 –
TLMCQ 4.29 0.77 0.09 0.44* −0.17 –
LMCQ differentiation 0.64 0.43 0.04 0.45* 0.37* −0.15 –
Notes: n¼ 70 for groups; n¼ 232 for individuals. LMX, leader–member exchange; TLMX, group-level







Total effects Fixed effects
X→Y X→M M→Y
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4









Sex 0.03 0.02 0.01 0.00
Age 0.10 0.10 0.09 0.05
Organizational tenure 0.01 0.01 0.05 0.09
Group tenure 0.02 0.02 0.03 0.07
Dyadic tenure 0.05 0.07 0.06 0.06
Group size 0.11 0.13 0.10 0.09
Independent variables
LMX, y20 0.32* 0.34* 0.29*
TLMX, y02 0.38* 0.32* 0.26*
RLMX, y20−y02 0.42* 0.44* 0.38*
LMCQ, y40 0.26* 0.34* 0.30*
TLMCQ, y04 0.34* 0.30* 0.28*
RLMCQ, y40−y04 0.47* 0.53* 0.42*
Mediator
Group cooperation, y30 0.58*
R2total
b 0.03 0.45 0.50 0.56
δR2total 0.32 0.41 0.38
Log-likelihood 476 474 470
Intercept 4.65* (3.43) 4.82* (3.52) 4.88* (3.57)
Notes: Level 1, n¼ 232 group members; Level 2, n¼ 70 workgroups. Entries are random effects with
robust standard error. R2¼R2¼ is calculated based on the proportional reduction of within-group and













































H1 stated that RLMX is positively related to LMCQ. As shown in Model 2 within Table III, the
polynomial regression results suggested that RLMX was significantly related to RLMCQ
(RLMX, y20−y02¼ 0.53, po0.01). Furthermore, the pseudo-R2 test showed that the addition of
RLMX explained about 31 percent total variance in LMCQ. Thus, H1 was supported.
Mediation results
H2a and H2b stated that RLMX and RLMCQ are positively related to group performance
via group cooperation. As shown in Model 2, Table III, the polynomial regression results
suggested that RLMX (RLMX, y20−y02¼ 0.42, po0.01) and RLMCQ (RLMCQ, y40–y04¼ 0.47,
po0.01) was significantly related to group performance. In Model 3, RLMX (RLMX,
y20–y02¼ 0.44, po0.01) and RLMCQ (RLMX, y40–y04¼ 0.53, po0.01) were significantly
related to group cooperation. Furthermore, the pseudo-R2 tests showed that the addition of
RLMX and RLMCQ explained 39 percent total variance in group cooperation. The positive
relationships between group cooperation and group performance (b¼ 0.58, po0.01) can be
found in Model 4. Results also indicated a significant positive relationship between RLMX
and group performance (RLMX, y20–y02¼ 0.38, po0.01), and RLMCQ and group
performance (RLMCQ, y40–y04¼ 0.42, po0.01), indicating that group cooperation partially
mediated the relationship between RLMX and group performance; and RLMCQ and group
performance. The pseudo-R2 tests further revealed that the inclusion of group cooperation in
Model 4 explained the additional 34 percent variance of group performance.
General discussion
While there are scores of literature dedicated to individual member and organizational
outcomes stemming from the leader–member relationship, we have helped to answer how the
variance of leader–member relationships influences group members’ behavior and
performance. Within their natural setting and over the course of a year, we were able to
extend literature in several important ways. First, in place of considering employee LMX in
isolation, we employed independent leader and member data to generate the relative standing
of an individual employee within his/her workgroup. On the surface, an employee’s RLMX
may seem relatively minor especially considered within the scope of a large organization, yet
nearly one-third of variance in the conversation quality they share with their leader stems
from the fortitude of this relationship. In the absence of rich communicative interactions,
members are likely to have restricted access to relevant task related information, feedback and
mentoring (Omilion-Hodges and Baker, 2017; Sias et al., 2012). Thus, the second key
contribution of this study is underscoring the vital role that RLMX plays in a follower’s ability
to easily and effectively communicate with their leader. The findings in this study offer
several theoretical contributions to the LMX, group and relationship-based leadership
literatures in addition to pragmatic implications for managers, members and their
organizations. Implications for theory and practice are discussed in greater detail below.
Theoretical implications
The study extends the emerging research on multilevel leader–member relationships by
exploring the interplay between one’s own LMX and LMCQ at the group level (RLMX and
RLMCQ) and the mechanisms through which RLMX and RLMCQ impact group member
performance ratings. Using multilevel polynomial regression analyses, our findings
supported our hypotheses that RLMX affects LMCQ. As noted by Sias et al. (2012),
employees are aware of the differential treatment by their leader through their comparisons
with other workgroup peers. Therefore, the richness of the conversation between
leader–member dyads in the context of accomplishing tasks is contingent to group RLMX.





































enjoy more desirable conversation opportunities from the exchange of information or ideas
to the use of more communication channels creating a high conversational quality between
member and leader. The results confirmed that the evaluations and comparison effect the
internal communication aspect of corporate communication in that group member’s
communication perspectives shape the overall relationship stability in the group. Previous
studies have tended to assume that level of LMX led to varied communication patterns
within workgroup. However, a systemic and close inspection of the results of the current
study imply that the positive value of communication quality within the workgroup is
strong on the RLMX as compared to the average of LMX in the workgroup. This suggests
that it may be more fruitful for researchers to measure relative LMX within a workgroup,
rather than relying on an average of individual LMXs. Relatedly, in place of studying LMX
and communication quality in isolation, we examined RLMX and LMCQ as it is naturally
occurs and is embedded within a workgroup. These effects are consistent with the social
comparison theory, which assumes that the way individual members respond to RLMX
depends on how they interpret the social comparison information and assimilate with their
fellow groupmates. Thus, within the workgroup setting, LMCQ behavior induces individual
group members’ responses to RLMX. When dyadic LMCQ is high, those with high RLMX
tend to raise the richness of internal communication in conversation and information
exchange with their leader. Conversely, when the leader–member dyad conversation quality
is low, those with low RLMX tend to reduce the conversation and information exchange
with their leader. These findings align with the relational leadership perspective and
suggest that leaders and members identify the attributions of individuals as they engage in
interpersonal relationships, thus enhancing the quality of employees’ communication within
the scope of corporate communication (Uhl-Bien, 2006; Erdogan and Bauer, 2014).
Furthermore, results of this study reveal that members are aware of and compare the
differential treatment by their group leader, and this becomes the basis of their judgments,
which are likely to affect the member perspective on their relationships (Tse et al., 2013).
Therefore, to some extent, group members’ perceptions of group LMCQ influences
interpersonal communication, which, in turn, reinforces perceptions of cooperation among
members (Bakar and Sheer, 2013). Therefore, the way the group leader responds to
performance of individual members does not depend on how the member assimilates with
their groupmates. Second, when surrounded by group members, a group leader is likely to
evaluate individual performance capabilities rather than overall group performance. This, in
turn, among group leaders, reduces the value of social comparative evaluations resulting
from RLMX and RLMCQ of group members.
Another unique feature of the current study is the mediating role of group cooperation. The
findings demonstrate that a group member’s perception of group cooperation enhances the
effect of both RLMX and RLMCQ on group performance. Previous leadership and group
literature have criticized a continued and incomplete account of different group processes that
link dyad and group-level stimuli to group effectiveness (see the excellent review by Dionne
et al., 2014). By assessing the mediating role of group cooperation as a group process in the
relation between RLMX and RLMCQ and group members’ performance, the current research
addresses this concern. A possible explanation is that, even though both RLMX and RLMCQ
generates cooperative perceptions via social comparative evaluations among members
(Vidyarthi et al., 2010), employees also count on the cooperative experience with other members
to bolster group performance. This finding is consistent with the TMX model that emphasizes
that individual identity attributions function as a group operation within the interpersonal
exchange relationships between members (Banks et al., 2014). The interpersonal exchange
between leader–member dyads reinforces group members’ perceptions toward the cooperation,
and ultimately affects performance. The contention is that leader–member behavior (RLMX







































group performance. Thus, along with contributions toward relationship-based leadership
literature, our study expands our standing on employees’ communication through the social
comparison (RLMX and RLMCQ) processes within the group context.
Relative leader–member relationships bring about the exchange of relational normative
obligations. Previous studies on Malaysian organizations have indicated that managers in
Malaysian organizations are expected to show wisdom, demonstrate compassion and
exhibit a participative style of management (Bakar and McCann, 2016), all of which are
consistent with the LMX model. Followers in Malaysian organizations are expected to
communicate with their managers with a sense of respect, humility and obligatory
politeness (Bakar and McCann, 2016). By conforming to these norms while considering
RLMX and RLMCQ, group members’ cooperative behavior is more likely to emerge.
Via subtle relationships and communicative exchanges, RLMX and RLMCQ are closely tied
to relational norms and work tasks. This is also consistent with the constitutive view of
communication which rests on the premise that communication is unlikely to be isolated,
but rather related multiple participants are simultaneously engaged in it (Cooren et al., 2011).
Communication processes such as ambiguity, indeterminacy and heterogeneity across
participants are to be expected in organizing not only communication, but also relationship
building within the workgroup (Manning, 2014). As such, the socio-material surrounding
and within the workgroup produces the quality of the communicative and relationship
building and thinking within the organization (Schoeneborn and Trittin, 2013).
Practical implications
To build strong cooperative ties, management through corporate communication activities
should guide group leader–member activities (relationships building and communication) as a
tool to coordinate and facilitate tasks within the group. In organizational situations with group
leaders and group members already in high-quality relationships and substantive and sustained
conversation, the management via corporate communication activities should endeavor to
facilitate opportunities for cooperation among group members and a means to also enhance
TMX. This aligns with earlier empirical work geared to improve corporate communication; if
leaders value the collective functioning of their workgroups, they must manage individual
leader–member relationships, perceptions of these relationships and workgroup resources
(Omilion-Hodges and Baker, 2013). Each of these charges is dependent on adept leader
communication and relationship-building skills and collectively influence an organization’s
reputation both internally and externally. In this case, managing relationships can be as simple
as employing collectivist rhetoric such as “our team” and “we” rather than a consistent emphasis
on individual performance. Moreover, highlighting the strength in the interdependence of the
workgroup in terms of productivity, achievement and, perhaps, even a practical way to lighten
individual workload. Additionally, planning should involve intervention programs that increase
the opportunities for interaction and cooperation activities that lead to high group performance.
These activities are helpful in creating positive group climate and culture within a group to
assist in the development of high-performance group members.
Strengths, limitations, and future research directions
First, unlike most studies on leader–member and group behavior, which rely on cross-
sectional designs and single source data (Gooty and Yammarino, 2016), the current
investigation was comprised of a field study with multiple resources of multilevel data
collected over four meetings from a group context in Malaysia. However, while field studies
provided largely consistent results to support our hypotheses, they did not eliminate the
possibility that mediation effects described in the model can be reversed. Although our
additional tests ruled out the reversal causation statistically, further research and testing





































Second, this study utilizes and integrates polynomial regression technique (Edwards and
Parry, 1993) to more accurately account for the effects of RLMX and RLMCQ on group
member outcomes in the multilevel model (Raudenbusch et al., 2004). At the same time, that
enabled us to understand the overall mechanism of group cooperation better when RLMCQ
process promote group effectiveness (performance). This also enabled us to better identify
the unique contribution of RLMCQ on individual outcomes within the group contexts.
However, the cross-sectional design of the current study is to be interpreted with caution,
concerning any conclusions about the causal ordering of the variables in the model. Thus,
further research is needed to examine how relational leader–member dyads and interactions
unfold over time using longitudinal data or experimental research designs. Future research
may consider utilizing the actor–partner interdependence model that allows researchers to
examine dyadic based on distinguishable and indistinguishable dyad data simultaneously
(Kenny and Ledermann, 2010).
Finally, given that the central premise of the relational dyadic model, when relative
RLMX and RLMCQ become a negotiated process through which group members’
reciprocity defines the relationships (Barry and Crant, 2000), the substantial variance in
the relative leader–member dyadic relationships seems to uniquely affect the variances of
RLMX and RLMCQ within the groups. Future studies may continue investigating the
relative concept of leader–member relationships within-group behavior in different
contexts, though alternative group characteristics and individual cultural values may
alter the dyadic agreement. However, it also worth noting that the causation can go in both
directions. Future studies may continue investigating this direction via multilevel
structural equation modeling techniques.
In conclusion, this study has provided empirical support for the central roles of
relative LMX and LMCQ in workgroups. The study has valuably contributed to the
corporate communication literature and has extended our understanding of leadership
and group behavior through leader–member activities within organization (LMX quality
and LMCQ). The study has also highlighted the importance of taking a multilevel
polynomial regression and mediation analytical approach in both theory building and
methodology to unlock the dyadic group-level relational dynamics that make the
relational dyad a unique leadership perspective from which to view group effectiveness.
Finally, the analysis presented herein has provided a number of insights into the
salient aspect of RLMX and RLMCQ and its effect on the group performance in the
Malaysian workplace setting. With an awareness of the importance of RLMX and
RLMCQ, managers are more likely to experience positive dyadic relationships and
effective workgroups.
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